It is thirty years since President Yoweri Museveni came to power after a protracted guerrilla war that toppled the government of President Tito Okello. Since his ascension to power, Ugandan elections have been fraught with difficulties ranging from the inability of the opposition to operate freely to the changing of term limits for Presidential candidates in 2005. The current regulations stipulate that the President must be a citizen of Uganda by birth and be between the ages of 35 and 75, and be a qualified MP. Given that President Museveni has turned 71 this year, there is already speculation as to whether this part of the Presidential Elections Act of 2000 will be amended. The latest round of elections was held on 18 February 2016, to not only elect the President but also the Parliament and Local government. It was the Presidential election, however, which was closely watched.
For several years in a region marked by extreme violence and mayhem, Uganda under Museveni has appeared to be a stalwart of stability. From Rwanda, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo to the Sudan, the region has witnessed what Gerard Prunier has described as Africa's World War (2009). It is perhaps this stabilising force that led Uganda for a while to be treated as a special case and held up as a success story. This inevitably meant a great deal of aid funds were allocated to the country and Uganda attracted great positive publicity. Nevertheless, since the beginning of the millennium and during the past three successive elections of 2001, 2006 and 2011, the international community has been far more vocal in its criticisms of the current regime on the grounds that there is little to celebrate in terms of genuine free and fair elections, or the embedding of a democratic culture. In those elections and the current 2016 election, Museveni has faced Kizza Besigye of the Forum for Democratic Change (FDC) as his major opponent. Following each election, Besigye has complained of rigged elections and the intimidation of candidates particularly in urban areas surrounding the capital, Kampala where the FDC has its greatest support. Although there were eight candidates for the election, the final tally showed that Museveni and his National NRM party won with 61% and Besigye and the FDC won 36% of the votes.
What was different in the 2016 elections, however, were the claims of rigging and violence at polling stations which directly implicated the culpability or incompetence of the Electoral Commission which was widely commented upon by independent observers such as the EU and the Commonwealth. This almost universal condemnation of the election process: the violence, the blackout of social media, and the detention of the FDC candidate Besigye, is unprecedented. Besigye, at the time of writing remains under house arrest and has been calling for Ugandans to protest against the results of what he claims is a widely rigged election. This has meant that Uganda has returned to the days of roadblocks and intimidation. In addition, Museveni's former Chief of the Army, Major General Mugisha Muntu who is President of the FDC has also been arrested. All of this does not augur well for democracy in Uganda to take root. Uganda faces significant developmental challenges that are being obfuscated by electoral fraud and improprieties. It has a growing national debt problem, corruption is rife and education and job creation are critical issues warranting urgent attention.
During the 1990s, President Museveni stated that he did not fight a guerrilla war and seize power to voluntarily relinquish that power to his opponents. This is a real dilemma facing those African countries that have experienced a protracted war and whose leaders have come to power through armed struggle. Nowhere have they voluntarily vacated the highest political office. Indeed, elections are a means of legitimising their rule as opposed to an orderly method of succession. The 2016 elections are testimony to the fact that President Museveni is unlikely to vacate office and that Ugandans must brace themselves for more violence and political machinations as the fight for power intensifies.
